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For Rendy Freedman, Jennifer Freed and Stephanie Snyder; 

The three women who stoke the fire of Self-discovery 
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The fire of Self-discovery isn’t a fire that can burn you. 

It can only burn that which is not you. 

-Mooji 

 

 

heyamduhkamanagatam 

All future suffering is avoidable. 

-Yoga Sutras of Patanjali, 2.16 

 

So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen, since what is seen is 

temporary, but what is unseen is eternal. 

-Corinthians 4:18 
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Introduction 

 

To say my childhood was out of the mainstream would be somewhat of an understatement. 

My parents sent me and my siblings to Hindu Sunday School where we would eat vibuti 

(the holy ash that was miraculously created from the center of Sai Baba’s empty hand), and 

my mother would regularly take me to sit satsang (spiritual discourse/gathering) with an 

Indian guru named Pundaji whenever he was in town.  

My Godparents had given much of their lives to spiritual pursuits, and in doing so they 

had found their way to India. Pundaji willingly came back with them to my home town, as 

he had just recently visited to the West. He was the tome of spiritual wisdom they brought 

back to our community in an effort to shed light on the condition of suffering within each 

of us. 

I remember so clearly driving up into the foothills above Santa Barbara until we reached 

my Godparents’ house, taking off our shoes at the door, and entering very quietly so as not 

to disturb the spacious silence that filled the room.  

I wish I could say I loved this. I wish I could say that right then and there at the age of 

five, I devoted myself to the practice of Yoga, but that is a far cry from the truth.  I never 

enjoyed going to see Pundaji (now known to millions of devotees as Sri Sri Ravi Shankar). 

I didn’t like having to sit quietly and listen to this man who looked at me like he knew me, 

but whom I saw only a few times a year at best.  

I did, however, understand that during this time, I felt God there.  

Eventually, Sean, my Godbrother, and I would be excused, and we would spend the rest 

of the afternoon running around the hills and pointing at things yelling, “God’s in that, and 

God’s in that, and God’s in that….” We understood the ensouled nature of everything 

around us.  

That understanding never necessarily left me, but it wasn’t until I was 19 that I came 

home to the practice again; first through asana (physical poses), and not too long after 

through meditation, svadhyaya (self-study), and deep deep devotion.  

This practice has changed my life, given me clarity, strength, ease and a driving purpose. 
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I have been privileged enough to have been taught the tools of self examination from a 

very early age, but very few of us are given this opportunity. Most of the time we don’t 

even know what “going in” means, or how to begin. The idea that we are constantly making 

choices about  our own levels of consciousness goes against everything we’ve been taught. 

We are taught to use and manipulate the mind, but only in an effort to create something 

outside of ourselves in order to prove our value or worth. Making the move to use your 

mind to explore itself and the deeper layers of your soul is not only uncommon in our 

culture, but it is also a supreme act of rebellion. Looking outside of ourselves for millennia 

has created a cacophony of chaos because we are entirely untethered. When action isn’t 

rooted in the heart, the tree might grow tall, but the smallest gust of wind will topple it 

over. 

I wrote this manual because Yoga is a practice of virtuous action, but it can only come 

when we heal the wounds out of which much of our action becomes wicked.  

Luckily, now seems to be the time when people en masse are once again asking 

themselves, “Who am I, and what am I doing?” It seems that we are desperate to find a 

cause around which we can rally, and I can think of no cause greater than the end of 

personal suffering, and freedom for all beings everywhere. 

 

 

 

If I can beg one thing of you in exploring this, let it be that you listen to your intuition. 

Everyone will have a prescription for how to get “there,” but just as humankind is multi-

faceted, so too is the pathway to God. Your pathway is already there - it is laid out for you 

at the altar of the heart, Anahata. It is the site of unstruck peace, love, joy and truth.  

Turn your gaze inward. The answers to your questions lie there. 

 

 XO,  Susannah 
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Before Sri Sri Ravi Shankar came to America, my godmother, Vivienne, took Sean with 

her to see a guru who was in town giving a talk at the Waldorf School. Sean was a very 

soft-spoken, mild-mannered child who rarely caused a scene or disrupted anything that was 

going on.  

When they arrived, they got in line to greet the guru and to bow down at his feet, 

but when they got to the front, Sean looked at the man and immediately started screaming 

and crying like Vivienne had never heard. Embarrassed by the outburst, she rushed Sean 

outside so that he could calm down, and she could find out what had gone wrong. 

Kneeling in front of him, Vivienne asked, “Sean, what’s wrong??” 

He answered calmly, “When I looked at that man, I didn’t see a face. His forehead 

disappeared, and I only saw all the stars and planets in the sky.” 

Vivienne was shocked, and thought that perhaps his imagination had gotten the best 

of him. 

Back inside they went, and this time when they got to the front of the line, Vivienne 

told the guru what had happened and what Sean had said. 

The guru smiled and replied, “Yes. He saw my true nature. He saw the truth of what 

I am.” 

Sean was four years old. 

 

 

 

We find that it’s all an internal matter, that it’s always just God dancing with God. 

-Ram Dass 

 

“Who am I?” is a question that many of us grapple with, and the answers we usually 

come up with are the things that make us feel like we concretely exist; things that we can 

point to and say, “See, I did that. That is who I am. See, I married him. That is who I am,” 

and so forth.  
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On one plane of reality, this is absolutely true. No one would look at you and tell 

you that you’re lying, or that you’re wrong.  

But that’s not all there is.  

That is only the surface of the vastness of this existence, and when we condemn 

ourselves to the narrative that we are our accomplishments, defeats, relationships etc., we 

keep our minds and our lives far smaller and more confined than they are meant to be.  

This blindness to the true Self is known in Yoga as avidya (ignorance), and it is said 

that it is on this field of ignorance that all of our unhappiness grows. Because we don’t 

understand our true nature, we mistake ourselves for those things that we can point to in an 

effort to define ourselves. I see that I have breasts, and I have learned that having breasts 

makes me female, and so it becomes part of my identity as a cisgender woman. But what 

happens if I get breast cancer, and surgery takes them away? Do I then have to shift my 

entire identity because of this one change? There is an excess of suffering when we live 

our lives under this modus operandi.  

But the pain and the confusion don’t come because there is a world that is constantly 

changing. They come raging in because we hook our happiness onto things that ultimately 

will disappear - whether we want them to stick around, or not. We forget that words and 

objects and jobs don’t tell us what we are, but rather that we are. All those external 

variables are part of our own personal universe, but they are not the light around which that 

universe takes place. 

So what, then, is the true “Self”?  

This is an exceedingly difficult question to answer not only because there are many 

cultural influences that help determine your answer, but also because it requires that we let 

go of our need for a definition that is either black or white. We have to be willing to sit in 

the discomfort that something as huge as God might be undefinable before we can really 

start to get an understanding of it. In speaking of the true Self, words cannot explain what 

it is; only that it is. Words always point us towards the thing, but can never really contain 

the thing. It’s like trying to explain the experience of a good book: you can talk about it all 

you want, but the feeling of it is too ethereal to rationally explain.  
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A commonly used metaphor in the Yoga world for the expansiveness of our true 

nature is that of the ocean and the wave.  

When we see a wave rise up out of the water, we recognize it as an individual entity. 

We also see, however, that this wave came from the sea, is made up of the sea, and will 

disappear back into the sea until it is time to become a wave once again. This is our journey 

as well: first there is Self, then structure that comes out of Self, and finally structure that 

melts back into Self. It is the journey from Alpha to Omega - we always end up where we 

began. 

Yogic texts teach us that we, as individuals with personalities and likes and dislikes, 

are the wave, and we are also the ocean of cosmic consciousness. While each wave might 

have different characteristics, at its root it is the same as every other wave. While each 

person looks different, has a different personality, different strengths and weaknesses, and 

different work in this life that needs to be done, the essence of what we are is the same: a 

light of endless potential that is based in compassionate consciousness and bliss. As my 

teacher, Stephanie Snyder, says, “We are different, but not separate.” 

  

 

 

Suddenly I remembered that I had forgotten to remember myself!  - Ouspensky 

 

At its core, the journey to better understand oneself is a journey towards Truth - the 

truth of who we are. 

During an incredible weekend of diving into Yoga Philosophy, a great teacher and 

Sanskrit scholar, Nicolai Bachman, once relayed a story he had heard from his teacher. He 

said that his teacher was pointing out the internal change that occurs at the moment of birth; 

when we go from being without individual identity, to having that great separateness 

pushed upon us.  

In the womb, the natural rhythm of the breath echos the mantra So-Hum, which 

means “I am that (highest Self).” “So” as you inhale, “hum” as you exhale. There is no 
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experience of mother and child - only the flow of energy between one form of manifestation 

and another. The moment we are born, however, the mantra of each inhale and exhale 

changes to Ko-Hum - “Who am I?”  

From the very beginning (conception), we know that we are implicitly connected to 

everything around us, and from the moment of individuation (physical birth), we are trying 

to reclaim that state. We have an inkling that perhaps we are more than our outer form, and 

so we search for something that is more consistent than a body, or mind, that is always 

changing.  

Truth is defined as something that is constant. It is unwavering and unchanging. It 

is the entire sea. The outer form might change, but the inner impulse towards dynamic 

expression is the same.  

If we take a step back to look honestly at what we hold to be true, most of our truths 

are mithya - they are arbitrary and based on situations that by their very nature are bound 

to take many shapes. How then can we cling to these truths as our lifelines of reason if 

what we are anchored to is in constant movement, echoing Plato’s description of life as, 

“... the twilight world of change and decay…” ?  

In Yoga, this “twilight world” is the manifest world (everything we see, taste, hear, 

smell, touch) in which we define who we are by our sex, job, economic status, relationship 

status, ethnicity etc.  It is a world in which everything is constantly changing form, while 

the mind tries to hold it all down in place. The practice teaches us that trying to cling to 

something that is inevitably going to change is like trying to scoop out all the waters from 

the Ganges by hand - it is a fool’s errand that is guaranteed to bring frustration and 

exhaustion. 

When we turn in towards undying Truth and Reality, however, inherently the higher 

faculties of the mind wake up, and the cleaning of the mirror of the soul can begin. It’s like 

our innermost Self has just been waiting for us to look in the right place! We can start to 

see ourselves clearly as that which is beyond change  - what in Yoga we call by many 

names: God, Isvara, the sound of Om, the spark of the Universe. And, just as importantly, 
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we recognize that same spark of divinity in everything around us. Like the wave in relation 

to the ocean, we come from God, we are made up of God, and we will sink back into God. 

In the Bhagavad Gita, Krishna explains this circle of existence in the following 

light: 

“As the cosmic day [of Brahma] dawns, all creation rises to manifestation out of the 

unmanifested state. And at the coming of night, all again merge into the oneness of the 

unmanifested. Creation in all its infinite variety repeatedly arises, Arjuna, and naturally 

merges into oneness at the approach of night, then re-manifests as separate forms again at 

the dawn of another day. Beyond these manifested and unmanifested states, there is yet 

another unmanifested, eternal reality which continues when all else appears to perish. This 

unmanifested reality, which is infinite and indestructible, is my very nature; it is the 

supreme goal. The one who realizes this has come home, abides with me and need never 

again return to separateness.”  

This recognition is vastly important in determining our true nature, and, if we allow 

it, the understanding that everything is a derivation of the One makes our time here much 

more holy, much less painful, and much more full. 

 

 

 

And, behold, a certain lawyer stood up, and tempted him, saying, “Master, 

what shall I do to inherit eternal life?” 

He said unto him, “What is written in the law? How readest thou?” 

And he answering said, “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy 

heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy strength, and with all thy mind; and 

thy neighbor as thyself.” 

And he said unto him, “Thou has answered right: this do, and thou shalt 

live.” -Luke 10:25-28 

 

One of the great things about having a daily practice that I’ve done for a long period 

of time is that spiritual realizations come to me as I’m ready for them, and when I have 
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made my mind strong enough through meditation that I can accept them. They sneak into 

my psyche just when I need them. 

A recent, and powerful, occurance of this happened when I was teaching a Yoga 

retreat in Marrakech, Morocco. 

If you haven’t been, Marrakech is a large bustling city in Northern Africa that is 

made up of the Old City and the New. The Old City is within the walls of the medina, and 

it is comprised of passages and passages of alleyways all connected together in a seemingly 

endless maze of sensory wonders. In those alleys, which are barely one lane wide, there 

are merchants, tourists, donkeys pulling their carts, motorbikes, and sometimes even a 

truck rolling by, carrying supplies for whatever project needs doing. They are full of 

beautifully colored fabrics, brass lanterns, mirrors, leather goods, vintage Berber jewelry, 

and the smells of ginger, turmeric, saffron and damascus rose. Needless to say, it is exciting 

and beautiful…. And loud! This made meditation very difficult. 

Dealing with frustration during meditation is always an interesting exercise, 

especially if the source of frustration is completely out of your control. When I would sit, 

as I started to drop into the place of silence and stillness, inevitably someone would yell, 

or ring a bell, or honk a horn. For the first couple of days, I found myself resenting the 

people in the streets. How dare they have lives while I’m meditating! I knew this reaction 

was unhelpful and psychically injurious, so I asked to be shown how to move through this 

frustration. Immediately I was given my answer: think of everybody and everything as 

God. 

I have thought this many times over, and I wholeheartedly believe it to be true, but 

for some reason during that sit, it hit me in a way that engendered such complete Love. All 

of a sudden, instead of hearing a horn and turning it into a source of challenge, I thought 

to myself, God is asking someone to move out of the way. When a neighbor would call to 

someone through the crowd, I thought, God is having a conversation. This modification of 

thought has changed my life. 

Sitting here now, long after the trip has been over, I find myself employing this 

thought attunement daily because when I see everything as an action of God, my heart 
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softens, my mind unlocks itself from delusion, and the energy of my anger is transformed 

into fuel for the spiritual fire.  

This one moment reminded me that when we see God in all, we can recognize that 

we are all strung on the same thread of awareness and light, and nothing can ever take that 

away. 

Something else incredible happens when we attune our awareness towards this 

inherent numinosity: everything becomes holy. We no longer have to have a house of 

worship in order to access our devotion because we have seen that it is accessed through 

acknowledgment of God in the existence of the other. We recognize each other and 

ourselves as the holy sites in which miracles take place, and we begin to see every being 

and thing as a worthy expression of the Divine.  

A table takes on new meaning: no longer is it an inanimate, unimportant object. 

Now, it is God allowing us to eat on its back. The food takes on new meaning: rather than 

passively eating something to make ourselves full, we acknowledge that God has given 

itself in that form so that we might be sustained. We see our fellow diners in new light: 

these are not just the people who happen to be around us, whether at home or at a restaurant. 

Rather, they are the aspects of God from which we can learn great lessons, and for which 

we need to deepen our acceptance and understanding.  

Ram Dass says that we must greet everyone as if they were God in drag.  

Imagine if you really held this to be true when you greeted the checker at the grocery 

store, or your neighbor, or your husband or wife! The quality of our lives would be so much 

less of a fight. 

When you feel complete love from someone, whether that person is a monk or a 

random person smiling at you on the street, that wholeness comes from the other person 

recognizing you as a part of themselves. They offer their hearts because they know that 

there is no other way. 

This is how we honor this life. This is how we walk in light. This is what keeps us 

afloat in the storm. We aren’t held up by our achievements and our defeats; we’re lifted by 



14 

 

the web of Love made by heart connecting to heart connecting to heart. God connecting to 

God connecting to God. The force behind every wave. 

 

 

 

EXERCISE #1 

1. Take a moment and write down all the ways you identify; from your sex to your job 

and everything in between. Be exhaustive. How do you describe yourself? How 

would someone describe you? 

2. What of these things have changed over time? What has stayed the same? 

3. When one of your identities changes, what emotions/thoughts/reactions come up? 

Anger, fear, confusion, elation etc. 

4. Are you willing to let go of your identity (Mother, Father, Son, Daughter etc.)? 

 

EXERCISE #2 

1. Come into a comfortable seated position and close your eyes. With your eyes closed, 

let your gaze rest in the center of your chest (in your Spiritual Heart center), and 

imagine yourself seated in that place in front of a great fire. Chant the sound “Om” 

silently to yourself 108 times. Let the sound of Om vibrate within. Now watch 

yourself as one by one you throw your “identities” into the fire, and watch them 

burn up and away. As if you’re peeling off layers of clothing - and even your skin, 

muscles and bones - offer each thing away until you are stripped of anything that 

might change. 

2. Still in this seat, now imagine yourself free of the confines of those specific forms. 

See yourself as pure light seated in front of pure light. Let yourself disappear into 

the flame. Stay as long as you like. 

 

 

Chapter 1 Flow 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9-Y4Oh1k79w&feature=youtu.be
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The story goes that before the Buddha’s mother, a great Queen, became pregnant, she had 

a dream that she was carried off by the devas to a lake high in the Himalayas. There the 

heavenly beings anointed her with sweet smelling oils, clothed her in the finest of silks, 

and put garlands of flowers around her neck and in her hair. A white elephant, carrying a 

lotus flower in its trunk, came to the lake and circled her three times before it entered her 

belly through the right side of her body.  

Soon after, to her and her King’s delight, she found that she was pregnant with her 

first child. As both the lotus flower and the white elephant were known to be symbols of 

purity, she knew that this birth would be of great significance. Nine months later, on the 

full moon day in May, their son was born. They were counseled by the five holy men of 

the court that this boy’s name should be Siddhartha, which means “the one whose wishes 

will be fulfilled.” 

As was the custom, the queen and the king took their son to an astrologer who would 

look to the stars in order to see the future of the prince. The message the astrologer had for 

the happy new parents was very clear: Siddhartha would either become a great ruler of the 

kingdom, or he would renounce all his worldly ties and possessions, and become a supreme 

spiritual leader. Beyond that, the king and queen were told that the prince would one day 

see someone who was sick, and dying, and that this sight is what would cause him to leave 

the life of the castle behind. 

Stricken with fear, the king commanded that all those who were elderly or sick leave 

the confines of the royal home, and that his son, Siddhartha, was never to venture outside 

the palace walls. 

Years passed. Siddhartha eventually married and had a son.  

Finally, with his marriage and child as proof of his contentment with palace life, he 

convinced his father to let him tour the kingdom outside the palace walls. The king 

acquiesced to his son’s desire, but not without first ordering that the streets be cleared of 

anyone whose image might disturb Siddhartha’s mind.  

For the first time in his life, Siddhartha left the safety of his fortified home and 

ventured out into the streets. At first what he saw greatly pleased him: people lining the 
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streets to say hello in their best clothes and jewels, great fanfare welcoming him into the 

city, and music and fresh, sweet scents all around. He marveled at the grandeur of the 

kingdom and all it had to offer. 

After some time, it seemed that everyone had grown weary, and as the crowds 

started to disperse, Siddhartha saw the very three things his father had hoped he would not 

see: an old man, a sick man, and a corpse being carried to its grave. The prince had never 

seen anything of disease or death in his entire life. He asked his charioteer to tell him what 

he had just seen, and the charioteer obliged. 

Hearing the truth, Siddhartha’s heart grew heavy, and a pull towards a different way 

of being began to take root. 

As they were on their way back to the palace walls, he saw one thing more: an 

ascetic dressed in simple robes, carrying nothing but a beggar’s bowl. Although this man 

had no material possessions, he clearly had peace in his heart and mind. 

From this experience, Siddhartha learned the four important truths that everyone 

who is born will eventually die, sickness is inevitable, old age comes for all, and letting go 

of worldly possessions is the way to attain true Peace and understanding.  

Not long after, in the middle of the night, Siddhartha silently kissed his wife and son 

goodbye, took off his robes of silk, cut off his lustrous hair, and left the palace for good.  

 

 

 

When somebody asks the question, “What is the meaning of life,” I am convinced 

that part of the answer - if there is one - must be to live your own personal purpose fully 

and completely. In Yoga, this singular purpose is called dharma, and fulfilling that is task 

is also making complete God’s prayer. 

Dharma is a sanskrit word that has no direct translation. In ancient texts, such as the 

Rig Veda, dharma is explained as twenty different things such as duty, law, and model to 

name a few. In this context, I am writing of dharma as speaking of Truth, divine order and 

personal purpose (svadharma). The root of the word is dhr, which means “to support, to 
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hold up, to maintain.” Quite literally, our purpose is what supports us, and fulfilling that 

purpose is what maintains the purity of our souls.  

All of us have work in this world to do. Beyond that, all of us have very specific 

work that we need to do that only we can do.  

Regardless of how similar you are to your friends, families, co-workers etc., each 

person born on to this planet is here to fulfill something which only that being can fulfill. 

No one can add to the world what you are here to add, and for that reason everyone’s work 

is worthy. More than that, everyone’s work is necessary. If each of us did not have 

particular work that we needed to do, work that could be done only with our skill set, and 

our thought patterns, and our hearts, we would not be here.  

Each of us is born to fulfill a specific prayer, and every prayer needs to be answered. 

Your very existence is the opportunity for the universe to fulfill an aspect of itself it has 

not yet seen. The thread of God runs through each of our hearts, linking all of us together. 

Without you, the chain would be incomplete. 

Our personal dharma (svadharma) is determined by our past karma (action). Our 

past action in this life, and in lives before, dictates what work we have done, and what work 

that we have created through our past deeds that still needs to be completed. This is an 

important concept to keep in mind when thinking of dharma because it requires that if you 

really want to find what you are meant to do, you have to be willing to be completely honest 

with your starting point.  

You can imagine it like any endeavor that requires skill based on cumulative effort: 

if you’re a downhill skier, you’re not going to enter the Olympics as a figure skater to go 

for the gold. That is not where your work is. Likewise, a soul that has had very few lives 

should not, in general, try to copy the exact lifestyle and practices of a buddha. The soul of 

a buddha has had lifetimes of sublimating the ego, which has made them open enough to 

have divine grace move through them unimpeded. A newer soul still has the attachment to 

the “I” of the ego and all of its desire, and therefore cannot yet see absolute Truth.  

We get so consumed with the idea of needing to dissolve the ego that we become 

blind to how strong it becomes while we’re busy pretending it’s not there. Your dharma 
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requires you to become friends with your ego so that you can use it as a tool in your 

dharma’s fulfillment. We want to be egoless (and for a very small few that might happen 

in this lifetime), but softening out of “ko-hum” (who am I?) into “so-hum,” (I am that great 

being) takes lifetimes of fervent work in the pursuit of understanding the true Self. 

Where we can all start the process of softening the effects of the ego is being honest 

about where we are on the path rather an where we wish we were. Although the ego-mind 

might see more virtue in the life of an ascetic than that of a householder, the higher 

intelligence sees that the ego is simply attached to an image rather than a lived actuality. 

We have been fed certain ideas about what makes work worthy, and what the external 

image of that work looks like, and so we compare our work to the image given to us. For 

instance, we are told that to be a holy person we must leave our entire lives to live in 

seclusion of some sort, and so if our lives do not resemble this picture, we assume that a 

life devoted to God is not for us. We measure ourselves against standards that are based on 

a system of division rather than inclusion - a system of one-upping each other. We assume 

that because one person makes more money than another, that person has succeeded where 

the other has failed, and therefore must be happier. We see the wandering monk as being 

more holy than a devout house-holder, and so we look to gain understanding solely from 

the monk rather than also including our own experience and our own lives as tools of 

contemplation.  

There is a common thread in any type of comparison, and it is that the person doing 

the comparing is always looking for some way to be happy.  

The pursuit of happiness is a noble pursuit. In fact, it is a necessary pursuit.  

Dharma  teaches us that our happiness lies partly in doing our own work rather than 

trying to do the work of others. Since we have seen that the pure light of awareness (God, 

Brahman, etc.) is our true source of contentment, and is the same in all beings, its potency 

and ability to provide lasting happiness is the same for each person regardless of what level 

of work they seem to be doing. Therefore, no one person’s work is better than any other 

person. We feel discomfort in comparison because in the act of comparing, we are telling 

ourselves that our light is more than or less than someone else’s - that our light is somehow 
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better or worse . We feel ease, however, and the true power of our own light when we sink 

into our own work and do it fully with our hearts because we are fulfilling God’s prayer. 

 

 

 

“‘You are making a pilgrimage,’ said Govinda, ‘but few make a pilgrimage 

in such clothes, in such shoes and with such hair. I, who have been wandering 

for many years, have never seen such a pilgrim.’ 

“‘I believe you, Govinda [said Siddartha]. But today you have met 

such a pilgrim in such shoes and dress. Remember, my dear Govinda, the 

world of appearances is transitory, the style of our clothes and hair is 

extremely transitory. Our bodies themselves are transitory. You have 

observed correctly. I am wearing the clothes of a rich man. I am wearing 

them because I have been a rich man, and I am wearing my hair like men of 

the world and fashion because I have been one of them.’ 

“‘And what are you now, Siddartha?’ 

“‘I do not know; I know as little as you. I am on the way. I was a rich man, 

but I am no longer and what I will be tomorrow I do not know.’” 

- Hermen Hesse, Siddartha 

  

So how then do we find our dharma? 

First, start where you are. 

Second, look to the things you love and enjoy doing! Look to the things that allow 

your gifts to shine! Look to those things that you would be doing regardless if you were 

getting paid to do it, or not. And if none of that comes, just start by trying to find your 

purpose in the moment: what is the specific situation asking of you, and can you fulfill it 

from a place of compassion? What can your skill set add to the situation at hand? Find your 

purpose in the moment, and it will help open the door to the bigger purpose being shown. 

Just concentrate on doing the next right thing, and then the next right thing, and then the 

next right thing. Our dharma always is based in service. Make sure that the “next right 

thing” serves something more than just you. 

James Hillman, a great philosopher of the 20th Century and a pupil of Karl Jung, 

said that one of the ways to find your purpose is to ask yourself the questions, “How am I 
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useful to others? What do people want from me?” Hillman did not use the word “dharma” 

when speaking of personal purpose. Instead, he used the Western idea of the daimon: a 

guiding spirit or force with the original meaning from ancient Greek of, “provider of of 

destiny.” This daimon stays with an individual for their whole life not simply as a spiritual 

being, but also as a way of being. Our daimon is with us always, and it is something that 

we cannot shake. We come into this life with purpose built in to each of us, and so, as 

Hillman says, we must “ ...(a) recognize the call as a prime fact of human existence; (b) 

align life with it; (c) find the common sense to realize that accidents, including the 

heartache and the natural shocks the flesh is heir to, belong to the pattern of the image, are 

necessary to it, and help fulfill it. A calling may be postponed, avoided, intermittently 

missed. It may also possess you completely. Whatever; eventually it will win out. It makes 

its claim. The daimon does not go away.”  

Third, meditate. It is very difficult to find what your true devotion is if you are only 

looking outside of yourself for the answers. My teacher, Stephanie, says that our purpose 

is called a “calling” because it is literally calling out to us from inside our own hearts. It’s 

not something that can be manufactured, or given by someone else.  

It is already there for you, waiting for you to find it.  

Like the seed of a sunflower cannot grow to be anything but a yellow-petaled ray of 

light, you cannot grow into any other form than what is imbedded in your heart. 

 

 

 

“It is your life – you have to be respectful towards it. It is your life – you have to trust it 

and you have to go with it, wherever it leads. Even if you have to go astray, go. There is 

nothing wrong in going astray, because only those who go astray come back. Even if you 

have to commit an error, do it – because only by mistakes do we learn, and there is no 

other way to learn. 

Those people who never commit mistakes never learn anything, they never grow. All 

growth needs the courage to commit mistakes. 

From this moment only do that which you like to do, whatsoever the cost.” 

-Osho, For Mad Men Only: Price of Admission: Your Mind 
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So often when talking with students who are desperately searching for their dharma, 

I witness them get stopped in their tracks because they think that if we have one purpose 

that also means that we should have only one job. It is an understandable misconception, 

but a misconception nonetheless. Our dharma is the seed of all of our virtuous action, but 

that doesn’t mean that all of our action has to be the same.  

There are some who find their purpose early in life, and then find a job that 

completely fulfills that purpose. Others find their calling long after their working days are 

over and so live their dharma through their actions that are unrelated to their paid work. 

And still there are others who use their jobs to support their dharma rather than trying to 

make a living from it. As we all come into the world in different shapes, with different 

thoughts, different skills and different emotions, so too our dharma is shown through many 

different paths.  

A wonderful example of someone living their dharma completely, while allowing 

for the outward manifestation to change, is the great spiritual teacher, Ram Dass. 

Ram Dass was born as Richard Alpert to a Jewish family in Massachusetts. While 

in college at Tufts University, although his father was pushing him towards being a medical 

doctor, Alpert found that he was much more interested in the realm of consciousness than 

he was the physical body, and so he got his degree in psychology.  

Eventually, he began teaching at Harvard University where he was introduced to 

Timothy Leary. Together they embarked on a quest of consciousness through the use of 

hallucinogenic drugs. Alpert is famously quoted as having said, “I didn’t have one whiff 

of God until I took psychedelics.”  

Although his work was still rooted in understanding consciousness, it began to grow 

in a different direction as he became more and more interested in the mystical experiences 

of the space between where the mind gives way to the soul. 

After realizing that he wanted to find a way to permanently inhabit the level of 

divinity that had been shown to him through his use of drugs, in 1967 he went to India 

where he met his Guru, Neem Karoli Baba. The story of how they met is worth retelling: 
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Richard Alpert had heard of a guru who lived up in the mountains, and so he, and a 

number of other seekers, made the trek. Although he had had multiple experiences of his 

perceived reality being shattered, Ram Dass regularly speaks of how he still was very 

skeptical of this revered teacher.  

The night before they were to meet, he went out into an empty field alone to look at 

the stars where he had a silent conversation with his mother who had passed some years 

before. No one was around to hear his conversation, and when he got back to camp, he kept 

it private for himself. 

The next day he and the others went to meet the man whom he would soon call 

Babajji (Father).  

Walking in, Richard did not see anything special about this man. He resembled 

many of the sadhus (holy man, sage) that he had seen in other parts of the country, and he 

didn’t appear to be doing anything special. Sensing Alpert’s distrust, Neem Karoli Baba 

asked that Alpert approach him where he was sitting so he could whisper something in his 

ear. Of course Alpert obliged, but what he heard changed the course of his life. In a quiet 

voice, Babajji told him word for word the silent conversation Alpert had had with his dead 

mother the night before. Richard Alpert immediately became a devout student of the guru, 

and was soon given the name Ram Dass, meaning “servant of God.” 

Ram Dass was no longer seeing patients and analyzing their thoughts in an effort to 

understand the deepest layers of consciousness. Instead, he began teaching the lessons - the 

great Truths - that he had learned from his teacher to those who would listen. In 1971, Ram 

Dass published his seminal text Be Here Now, which helped shift the consciousness of his 

entire generation and many generations to come.  

The seed of the journey did not change, but the outward manifestation did. Finding 

our dharma is not the end of exploration - it is the beginning of exploring the nature of the 

heart. 
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One of the gifts that finding and living our dharma gives us is our freedom; freedom 

from a confused mind, freedom from the suffering caused by inaction, and freedom from 

the heaviness of comparison. We tend to think of freedom as the ability to do whatever we 

want, but when confronted with many options and choices, more often than not, we 

experience an inability to choose because our mind is scattered in so many different 

directions. True freedom is walking the path of your purpose - walking the path of your 

heart.  

It seems a bit counterintuitive to try to find freedom through restraint, but this is 

exactly the type of freedom that relieves our suffering because the question of whether we 

have made the right decision, or not, becomes much easier to answer and much less 

frequently asked. A mind without restraint is a mind that is drawn about by the senses. It 

is affected by every sound, smell, sight and feel, and so its peace is constantly being 

disturbed. A mind that has been taught to work within a certain set of parameters dictated 

by purpose, however, remains stable. It is discerning enough to be able to tell exactly which 

interest to follow, and which is pulling it into the chaos of a sense-desire based life.  

We can find a beautiful example of both ways of being within the single life of Saint 

Augustine.  

Born in the Roman Empire in 354CE, in his younger years Augustine described 

himself as taking part in what he would later refer to as an utterly sinful life. He was 

disobedient to his parents and reveled in the pride of winning competitions of sport. He 

took many lovers in an effort to find love and to give love. In his writings, which would 

later be known as Confessions, he wrote abou the confusion he felt at pursuing happiness 

through external sense desire. “You [God] gathered me together from the state of 

disintegration in which I had been fruitlessly divided,” he wrote. “I turned from unity in 

you to be lost in multiplicity.” This multiplicity is the untethered mind. 

In school, Augustine became fascinated with the discipline of Philosophy and 

Rhetoric. He turned his attention to these studies not because he saw a higher calling in 

looking at the functionings of a society through an analytical mind, but rather as a way of 

impressing men of importance. Over time he began to notice that his friends who partook 
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in conversation because they only had interest in the topic at hand, and not for praise, were 

far less anxious than he. 

Upon completion of his studies, Augustine moved back to his home to live with his 

devout Catholic mother, and over time he concluded that Catholicism is real Truth, and 

that he would devote his life to deep contemplation and study of God by renouncing 

worldly pleasures and taking a vow of celibacy. All his thought was directed to God. All 

his adoration was directed to God. All his action was given to that which is holy. 

This is not what commitment looks like for everyone. We do not all have to become 

chaste and take vows of poverty in order to fulfill our purpose. But from his example we 

can see the peace that washes over a person when thought, deed and dharma are aligned.  

We can see that a free mind is one that is unburdened by suffering, and that the 

unburdening of the conditions that create suffering requires tremendous discipline and 

work. 

 

“There’s no value in digging shallow wells in a hundred places. Decide on one place and 

dig deep. Even if you encounter a rock, use dynamite and keep going down. If you leave 

that to dig another well, all the first effort is wasted and there is no proof you won’t hit 

rock again.” 

-Swami Satchidananda, Yoga Sutras of Patanjali 
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EXERCISES: 

1. Make a list of all the things you love doing. 

2. Make a list of all the things you would do, that require work, that you would 

continue to do regardless of whether or not you were getting paid to do them. 

3. Make a list of all of your gifts. Be honest! Owning your gifts is not an egotistical 

act, as long as you are you are employing them for the benefit of others. So name 

them! 

4. Make a list of what type of help people most commonly ask you for. 

5. Make a venn diagram, like the one below, and fill in the circles so you may find 

where the answers overlap. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2 Flow 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dZMhPI-sejo&feature=youtu.be
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Long ago, the great Mother Goddess, Adishakti, incarnated herself as Parvati, the Princess 

of the Mountains. There she fell madly in love with Lord Shiva, and was determined to 

marry him and become his wife. 

There was, however, one problem: Shiva had no interest in marriage as he had 

dedicated his life to pure awareness, which for him meant meditating his cave in the hills 

for years at a time. 

With this knowledge, Parvati tried to win him over every way she knew how.  

First, she put on her most beautiful robes and jewels, dark coal around her eyes and 

red paint on her lips in an effort to seduce this god whom she so greatly adored. Much to 

her dismay, when she went to his cave, he did not even open his eyes. So deeply peaceful 

was his consciousness, that even the most beautiful woman in the world could not disturb 

his mind. 

Realizing the error of her ways - how was he to see her beauty if his eyes remained 

closed?! - she decided to visit him again, but this time she would wash herself with the 

sweetest scents, braid flowers into her hair, and drape great garlands of perfumed blossoms 

around her neck. Surely the intoxicating smell of the flowers would bring his awareness 

back to his senses, and he wouldn’t be able to keep his eyes closed as he would undoubtedly 

need to see the origin of the smell.  

And so she went back. And again, Shiva did not stir. 

Dismayed, she went to see the local priest to find out what she must do to garner the 

attention of her most beloved. He told her that if she wanted to be by the side of the greatest 

yogi in the world, she too would need to become the greatest yogi that ever was. He told 

her that she must go into the forest, and that she must find a spot to stand and chant the 

name of Shiva over and over and over until her consciousness found him, and was unified 

with him, in the light of pure awareness.  

Against the wishes of her mother and father, Parvati left her palace and all her fine 

clothes to find her spot in the woods. There, she began to call out to herself and to her love, 

“Om Namah Shivaya.” I bow to Lord Shiva, pure consciousness and bliss.  
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She did not stop. Day after day, night after night, she stood in the same spot saying 

those same three words. Howling wind could not blow her down, bitter cold could not 

freeze her tongue, scorching heat could not burn the words out of her, and driving rain 

could not wash them away. 

Year after year she stood like this chanting only his name. She became so devoted 

to these words that she not only understood them, but her consciousness became one with 

them. The goal of attaining Shiva vanished, and she was content in hearing the name just 

for the sake of being reminded of his greatness. Her thought rested so deeply, and single-

pointedly, on this mantra that it carried her mind to the place of pure awareness in which 

Shiva so regularly dwelled. 

High up on in the mountains, sitting in his meditative state, Shiva felt a vibration so 

strong that he had to open his eyes. He knew his beloved had found him again, and he knew 

that through all of her devotion and effort, she had reached the state of being in which they 

could be one. 

Down from his mountain he came, and standing in front of Parvati, he allowed open 

his third eye. Divine light came pouring through to surround her, and it is said that they 

now make love on the back of the wind, and they will continue to do so for all time. 

 

 

 

“Practice is the path of evolution; detachment and renunciation the path of involution.” 

-BKS Iyengar, Light on the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali 

 

If I’m honest, my whole life I’ve been searching for the silver bullet that will make 

all of my problems go away, and will bring me everything I desire. And, I don’t think I’m 

alone in this. TV, magazines and books are full of ways to “get rich quick,” or how to “lose 

weight fast,” and we all are drawn to them because the idea of getting what we want with 

little to no effort is exactly what the pleasure/outcome driven mind desires. Rarely do the 

tactics laid out in these books work; not because they do not contain valuable information 
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(although some seem to be void of anything meaningful), but because we give up on them 

too easily, or when the fruits of the labor start to show we assume we have done enough, 

and so we stop doing the work that brought us our reward. 

The path of Yoga, outlined by Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras, shows us another way: 

abhyasa and vairagya - consistent effort over a long period of time, and letting go of our 

personal, ego attachments. Through consistent effort we hone the skills necessary to allow 

us to do our work, and through releasing our attachments to the trappings of the material 

world, we remember that true happiness is independent of what we do, or do not, have. 

These two pillars of the Yoga practice can greatly relieve our suffering by dispelling the 

delusion that laziness has any reward, and by unhooking our hearts from the desire to heal 

itself by accumulating transitory things that, when disappeared, leave us wanting more. 

For a very short period of time, I was a student of the Mysore style teachings of the 

Ashtanga tradition. In this tradition, the students go to the Yoga shala six days a week just 

as the sun is beginning to rise. Once there, the yogis lead themselves in their own practice, 

which is a set series of poses that only ever changes if their teacher offers them the next 

posture after having seen their dedication, and willingness of body and mind. Day after 

day, year after year, dedicated practitioners follow this discipline. While there is certainly 

a desire to “get the next pose,” ideally over time that desire fades as the student sees that 

nothing really changes if one more thing is added to their routine. 

During this time, my teacher, Timothy Lynch, told me incredible stories of people 

employing fierce abhyasa (consistent effort) even in the face of great adversity. He shared 

with me how a friend had broken her spine and therefore couldn’t move. Still, she came to 

the shala every morning where she simply stood at the top of her mat to breathe. She 

worked on being present solely with what was, rather than what she wanted, as well as 

some of the more internal physical aspects of the practice that have no fanfare and produce 

no great sight.  

He relayed the story of another woman who, after having her foot amputated above 

the ankle due to an accident, still came to her mat day after day. Through perseverance and 
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fervent effort, she found how to modify the poses so that she could come back to her strong 

physical practice, to which she had dedicated so much time. 

So where did they find the will to keep going even in the face of such great 

adversity? They built it over time. 

It is very rare to find someone who walks into a Yoga practice without some sort of 

desire to understand, and perhaps master, any given pose. It is what keeps many people 

coming back to the practice time and again. After long enough, however, the desire for the 

pose fades away, but the discipline that it has built along the way remains.  

The next question we may ask ourselves is, “But how do we even go about 

cultivating any sort of consistent effort at all?” One key to the answer is, yet again, start 

where you are. 

A spiritual healer once said to me, “If you keep saying you’re going to do something, 

and you keep not doing it, your soul will stop believing you.” At the time she said this to 

me, I was in the midst of trying to end a relationship that was beautiful, but ultimately not 

right for either of us. I knew that one of us had to cut the ties, and I knew that that person 

needed to be me, but every time I tried, I failed. I couldn’t force myself to do it, and the 

effect was that I constantly felt ashamed - as if I had let myself down. I don’t know that I 

would have said it at the time, but years later I can see that my inability to complete this 

action bled into other areas of my life as I subconsciously started to believe that I was not 

strong enough to get anything done. The reason for my inability to let go, however, was 

simple: I wasn’t ready. I wasn’t ready to let go. 

As soon as I identified this, I could soften to it, and I actively started sending love 

to that place inside myself that was sad, and confused, and afraid of being alone.  

Being able to acknowledge exactly where we are in any process is a gift both to 

ourselves and everyone around us. We can then commit to those things that we know we 

are capable of, rather than those things that - for whatever reason - we think we should be 

able to do.  

A good example of this is someone who wants to start a meditation practice, but has 

never sat to meditate before. If that person tries to start by sitting for an hour, whether 



32 

 

because they read it somewhere or because they know someone who does, more likely than 

not they will feel discouraged, and after a couple attempts that person will give up.  

They are not starting where they are. 

But if that same person made a commitment that took into account their novice 

status in regards to this discipline, and promised themselves that they would meditate for 

three minutes every day (or even one minute!), slowly they would build strength and 

confidence in their ability to sit silently still, and the longer periods of time would come on 

their own. Whatever happens naturally, without being rushed, is always more sustainable 

than something that is forced. 

We must also remember that the work never ends. Once we have cultivated, through 

consistent effort, that which we desire, we must do the work to sustain it. We have this 

notion in our heads that once we have something (a practice, a relationship, a home, our 

dream body etc.), we will have it forever. Even if we can recognize that thought as 

irrational, it is so intoxicating that very often we can’t help but give in to it. The truth is we 

must actively work to keep the good things alive. Nothing is static in this universe, and if 

the effort fades, surely the winds of change will blow the boons of your labor away.  Things 

we love require daily maintenance, daily remembering, and daily reverence in the name of 

understanding that it might disappear. We have to make plain to ourselves and to God that 

we know that we are not to take it for granted. 

 

 

 

Saints and birds don’t collect. -Neem Karoli Baba 

 

In ancient Sumeria there was a goddess named Inanna, and she was revered as the 

Goddess of Love and War. She was beautiful and powerful in her beauty, and she adorned 

herself with jewels and robes that accentuated the awesomeness of her being. Having been 

given the gift of divine law, she believed that nothing could harm her. 
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Inanna had a sister, however, named Ereshkigal - Goddess of the Underworld, Kur. 

For a time, Ereshkigal was married to the Bull of Heaven, and when he passed the whole 

world heard her cries. 

From her palace, Inanna heard the sorrow of her sister’s moans, and she decided she 

must make a journey to Kur to appear at the Bull’s funeral rights. She began to get ready 

for the, and so she told her trusted servant, Ninshubur, about her plans. Stricken with panic, 

Ninshubur pleaded with Inanna not to go for she knew that no one returned from the world 

below. 

Dispelling her fears, Inanna said, “Please do not worry. If I do not return in three 

days time, go seek help from the gods. Surely they will help you find me.” 

With the knowledge that she could take no supplies, or extra personal belongings, 

Inanna clad herself in the robes and jewels that declared her divinity best. On her head she 

placed a blazing, gold crown; on of her wrists she wore bracelets and her fingers, rings 

each of which was more brilliant than the next; she armored herself with a breastplate made 

of gold, and around her neck she strung beads of lapis-lazuli. 

And so, Inanna began her descent. 

Soon she arrived at the outer gates to the Underworld where she met the gatekeeper, 

Neti, who would not let her pass.  

“I must first ask permission of my queen,” he told her. 

Ereshkigal was not fond of her sister, and begrudged her her fortune and fame. 

“Let her come in,” she told Neti, “but tell her that at each gate she passes, she must 

take something off to leave.” 

With this message, Neti returned to Inanna and told her the requirements of the 

queen. 

“Why?” asked Inanna as he lifted her crown off her head. 

“Because,” replied the gatekeeper, “the laws of Kur are perfect. You may ask no 

questions.” 

Inanna consented, and so she was ushered through. 
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At each gate, Neti took off an item that the goddess had so purposefully worn. First 

her crown, then her necklace, followed by her bracelets, her rings, her breastplate and her 

beads. Finally, upon passing through the final gate, Inanna was stripped of her royal robes. 

Completely bare, she entered the great hall as she awaited the judgmental gaze of 

those who were there. 

Inanna looked up at Ereshkigal who, peering down from her throne, said, “Sister.” 

No sooner had she said this was Inanna struck dead. 

“This is my world,” Ereshkigal continued. “She has no right to be here.” 

After three days, Inanna’s trusted servant, Ninshubur, ran to Enki, the God of 

Wisdom and Water, as he was the one who had bestowed upon Inanna all of her gifts. He 

knew that without her all life on Earth would die, and so he took up some dirt and out of it 

fashioned two creatures that could take any shape they desired. He handed one goblet to 

each of his creations and said, “Go to Kur and give these gifts to Inanna for they are the 

food and water of life.” 

Down they went, sneaking past each gate in disguise, until they reached the great 

hall. 

Ereshkigal was still in a fitful state moaning over and over, “Oh my heart, my soul! 

Oh my heart, my soul!” 

With compassion and understanding for her loss, the two creatures started to moan 

along with her. 

This empathy was all that Ereshkigal had desired, but no one had given, and she was 

so grateful that she granted them whatever they wished. 

Their request was the body of Inanna, and Ereshkigal complied. 

They poured the liquid from each chalice into her mouth, and up from death she 

rose. 

As was the custom, if Inanna wanted to leave, someone would need to come take 

her place, and so her husband willingly agreed to spend six months of the year in the 

Underworld and six on earth, thus creating the cycle of seasonal death and rebirth. 
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The verb “to renounce” can be very scary to many of us - especially in the context 

of Yoga. Again we are confronted with the image of the ascetic monk who owns nothing, 

and we assume that this is what renunciation looks like. “Give away everything I have?” 

we think to ourselves. “That’s insane.” 

And for many of us, if not most, this is true. It would not be wise, or appropriate. 

Luckily for us this is not what is always meant by the word. Instead, we renounce 

the idea that our happiness comes from any material source, and we let go of our attachment 

to the outcome of our work. In a word, it is “detachment.” It is vairagya. It is the 

understanding that if you don’t willingly loosen your grip on something to which you hold 

on too tight, life will come and forcefully take it away. 

The story of Inanna reminds us of the perils of attachment, and what we lose when 

we put our energy into material wealth. When we become too excessive, when we care 

more for how people perceive our outward appearance than we do about the compassion 

of our soul, we lose sight of our empathy. We forget that we are bound all together by the 

same set of emotions and thoughts and fears, and so the internal thread of connection is 

lost; the reverence of the divine presence that is the material of all that we have and see 

falls away.  

When we choose the outer form over the inner, our spiritual progress is halted. We 

become more and more blind to the quality of our lives, and more and more attached to the 

image of its shell. As the strings of our attachments gain strength, we begin to choose things 

that serve that attachment rather than things that are in service of all. Guided by the 

misunderstanding that we are all separate and alone, we selfishly choose those things that 

make us feel like we are up to the task. 

But there is another way.  

The sanskrit word viveka comes up many times in the texts of the Yogic tradition, 

and it is translated as “discernment.” This practice asks that we be discerning in making 

our choices, but in a far deeper way than simply what is good or bad, better or worse.  
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Discernment is often defined as “the ability to judge well.” If we look towards the 

Christian sense of the word, however, discernment means, “perception in the absence of 

judgment with a view to obtaining spiritual direction and understanding.” 

What if we really chose this way? What if when confronted with the choice of 

holding tightly to all our belongings, or giving them away, we chose from a place of 

understanding of the true Self rather than from the ego’s desire to maintain? What if each 

of our choices was made in an effort to understand our better nature rather than for what 

delights the senses most? 

Christ chose that way. Buddha chose that way. And because of this, they changed 

the world.  

Unfortunately, it is not quite that easy. We may cognitively understand, but because 

choosing for spiritual growth is not a tenant upon which our culture is based, and because 

we have a desire to feel the temporary high that can come from a materially-based choice, 

the work of choosing correctly can be very hard. And very scary. We desire comfort, and 

for many of us that means that we try to keep an arm’s distance between ourselves and 

change.  

There is a beautiful book by Tosha Silver called, Outrageous Openness: Letting the 

Divine Lead the Way. It is full of stories of giving in to God’s will rather than trying to 

force the ego’s own, and it is full of beautiful and helpful prayers. 

A few years ago it seemed that my whole life was falling apart, and this is luckily 

the time when a mentor gave me this book. In it, I found the following prayer (I have 

adjusted it slightly from the original text): 

 

“If it wants to come, let it come. 

If it wants to go, let it go. 

If it’s meant for me it will stay. 

If not, whatever is better will take its place.” 

 

 

Whenever I feel myself holding too tightly to a person, situation, or possession, I 

repeat this mantra to myself over and over until I understand its underlying truth.  
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Clinging to something simply means that we don’t want to welcome change. We 

are afraid that if we loosen our grip on what we think our lives should look like, or if we 

let go of something we hold dear, we will lose ourselves in the wilderness of the unknown. 

But the nature of the Universe is not static. We are not meant to hold on. If we take a step 

back, we can easily see that it is nonsensical to try to hold fast to what is constantly slipping 

away. 

We must choose to move with the current of life rather than against it. In doing so, 

the journey becomes much smoother than if we keep trying to fight the unavoidable force 

of change.  

 

 

 

EXERCISES 

1. Name a skill or habit that you would like to cultivate. 

2. For at least one month, work on cultivating it for at least 5 minutes, 6 days per week. 

3. Write down something you are afraid of losing, and how it would change you if it 

went away.  

4. Now remember the lessons from the chapter on Self, and answer the second part of 

exercise 3 again. 

5. Every day for one week give a personal possession away. 

 

 

Chapter 3 Flow 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MxL8KUqlZuc&feature=youtu.be
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In his commentary on the Bhagavad Gita, Swami Satchidananda tells a beautiful story of 

worship through a cowherd boy and his faith. It goes a little something like this…. 

In Southern India there is a town called Kandrapur, which means calf-peg village. 

Long ago in that town there lived a brahmin (a priest), and as such he was the highest 

member of his society. He was a devotee of Lord Shiva, and as so each day he sacrificed 

and worshiped with a Shivalingam. (Lingam means, “something that symbolizes,” and the 

Shivalingam is the object that symbolizes the great lord himself. It is shaped like an egg, 

and placed in a dish, and each day offerings are made.)  

His preferred method of worship was to bath the lingam in milk, as it was believed 

that Shiva was so hot, he loved feeling the coolness wash over him. Needing so much milk, 

the brahmin procured some cows and calves (the cows gave more milk when calves were 

present), and to watch over them he hired a young cowherd boy who belonged to the lowest 

class of all - the untouchables. 

Every day the young boy would graze the cattle on the fertile lands, and every day 

he would milk them and bring the priest the milk.  

Because he was doing so much work for this great amount of milk, the boy became 

curious as to why the brahmin required so much, so one day he peered through the slats of 

the brahmin’s cottage in which he worshiped, and he saw the priest pouring milk over the 

top of the stone egg. As he knew nothing of the ritual, he thought it very odd. 

The next morning when he saw the priest, he asked, “Why do you pour milk over 

this stone?” 

The priest explained that he was honoring God, and when the boy asked what God 

could do, the priest responded that God could give you anything you desire. 

“Will you teach me how to do puja (worship)?” the boy asked. 

The brahmin laughed at the idea of such a lowly person wanting to learn such a high 

form of prayer and replied, “Of course not. This is not for you, but only for priests.” 

The cowherd left the priest and thought to himself that surely if God could give 

everything, and if he was the one doing all the work with the cows, he too could perform 

puja in an effort to attain his desires.  
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He found a stone that was shaped like an egg, and he placed it in the corner of the 

cowshed. Every day after milking the cows, and before bringing the milk to the brahmin, 

the boy took some milk and washed the small stone. 

After some time, the priest noticed that he was getting less milk than before, and he 

scolded the boy. “You are not to drink this milk,” he told him. “I need every drop.” 

The boy tried to tell the brahmin that he was not drinking the milk, but the priest 

would not believe him. 

But the boy could not stop. He felt such love in his heart when he performed the 

ritual that it would be too painful if it was taken away. 

He began to use less milk in his ceremony, but still the strict-mannered priest noticed 

that he was not receiving as much as before. 

“I am sure he is drinking the milk while he is doing the milking,” thought the man. 

“I will go spy on him and catch him in the act.” 

The next morning he crept to the cowshed where he saw the boy pouring milk over 

the egg shaped stone. Filled with anger, he burst into the shed and scolded the boy for such 

an egregious act. He took the rock that the young man used as his lingam, and he thought 

that surely this would be the end of it. 

But, again, the boy could not stop. So great was his devotion that he was compelled 

to keep performing the ceremony, and so he looked around the shed to see what could 

possibly stand in place for his simple stone. He saw the peg to which the calves were tied 

when their mothers were giving milk, and he noticed that it was smooth and round like the 

top of an egg so that the young cows couldn’t hurt themselves on the rough edge. Content 

with this, the boy continued to perform his worship there. 

Still the priest was suspicious, and again he crept up to the shed as the boy was 

milking the cows. What he saw enraged him. How could this stupid boy try to worship 

Shiva using such a rough and incorrect symbol?  

Furious, the brahmin went home to fetch his axe. When he returned, he opened the 

doors to the shed, walked in and began to chop down the post. 

As soon as the metal struck the wood, blood began to pour out from the grain. 
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Immediately the priest saw his folly. 

The brahmin collapsed at the boy’s feet, and begged him to forgive him for he could 

see that the young man’s devotion was much stronger and more sincere than anything he 

felt during his three hours of ritual. 

“You have brought Shiva here with the devotion from your pure heart,” he said. 

“How did you do this?” 

The cowherd replied, “When I wash the peg with milk, I feel such love enter my 

heart. It is as if someone is behind me stroking my head, and I hear a sweet voice speak to 

me. I see visions of God, and I feel God come to me.” 

Bowing down before the boy, the brahmin asked that the cowherd become his Guru. 

His devotion was pure and strong. 

 

 

 

The Yoga Sutras of Patanjali give us many clear steps on how to find peace - on 

how to rest in pure consciousness and bliss. Many of the steps require great effort in the 

monitoring of thought, and the wrangling of action towards that which is good. The Sutras 

tell us that we must be kind (ahimsa), we must not lie (satya), we must not steal (asteya), 

we must be discerning in giving energy (brahmacharya), and we must renounce the desire 

to attain more than we need as well as renouncing the thought that happiness comes from 

any material thing (aparigraha). There are many more tools that Patanjali outlines for us 

in this rich text, but he also says the supreme state of Yoga (union with the divine) can be 

reached by dedicating all of our action away to God. 

The word “sacrifice” shares a root with the word “sacred,” and its meaning is to 

consecrate something - to make it holy. Every time we perform a sacrificial act, we make 

that thing divine. Although we often hear sacrifice within the context of large rituals in 

which animals are slaughtered, and oblations are made to gods of all kinds, the Yoga 

practice teaches us that anything can be an offering. In fact, it is our duty to make 

everything an offering as nothing is ever “ours.”  
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As Ram Dass says in his book, Pathways to God, “The worldly and the spiritual are 

interconnected. And what is the connection across those domains? It is the act of sacrifice. 

Through sacrifice we acknowledge the connection. Sacrifice starts to give credence to the 

reality of the living spirit. It starts to give recognition in our daily lives to an awareness of 

Brahman [God].” 

The thought of possession is based on the idea that things are separate from each 

other and therefore can be owned. But we know that this is not the truth. We have 

understood that all of creation is made of the same thing, and although the outer form my 

change, the essence of the thing remains the same. Ownership is a myth, and if nothing is 

really ours then holding tightly to something that is no longer meant for you would be 

considered stealing, and so we must offer it all away. 

It is not only objects, however, that must be given as sacrifice. All of our actions 

become an act of reverence as well. I am not simply brushing my teeth; I am brushing my 

teeth so I may serve God. I am not just washing the dishes; I am washing the dishes for 

God.  I am not standing in line at the DMV only to get my license renewed; I am standing 

in line with God while I wait to meet God. 

In this way, our whole lives become holy. 

But it does not have to be God to whom we dedicate our effort. 

For many, the idea of God (whether that be in the Judeo-Christian sense, Hindu 

sense, Muslim sense etc.) is not one that they can connect to. Spirituality has no great draw. 

This is not better or worse than the opposite belief, and it also does not preclude anyone 

from benefiting by giving their work away.  

Where one person might have God as their most beloved in their heart, another 

might hold their mother, child, or community in the same place. It does not matter what or 

who you dedicate your effort to. It only matters that you dedicate the reward, and the work 

to receive the reward, away.  
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In 1835, Andrew Carnegie was born to a destitute family in Scotland who shared 

their home with another family that was just as poor. In search of a better life, the Carnegies 

moved to America in 1848 where they settled in the quickly growing city of Allegheny, 

Pennsylvania.  

A year later, at the age of 14, Andrew got a job as a telegraph messenger. In 1853 

he was hired by the Pennsylvania Railroad Company where he quickly rose in the ranks. 

With the guidance of his boss, he began to invest his money in the stock market sticking 

primarily to railroad and steel. In 1901, Carnegie, along with John Morgan, started the 

United States Steel Corporation. Less than a year later, they sold the company for a large 

sum of money that would in today’s market be worth 14.1 billion dollars. 

Although he was a staunch atheist, Andrew Carnegie gave almost everything he 

earned away. Before the start of the steel company, but after he was bringing in a great 

salary, Carnegie wrote, “I propose to make $50,000 per annum. Beyond this, I need never 

earn, make no effort to increase my fortune, but spend the surplus each year for benevolent 

purposes!” 

After selling his company, he became a leading philanthropist in the United States 

as well as in Great Britain. During the final 18 years of his life, Carnegie gave away 90% 

of his fortune to charities, foundations and Universities, and he wrote what he called “The 

Gospel of Wealth.” In it, he expounded his beliefs that those with means have a duty to 

serve those for whom life has not been so kind.  

Although his work was not for a spiritual cause, and although he believed in no 

higher power, Andrew Carnegie dedicated all of his effort and the fruits of his labor away. 

 

 

 

The act of renunciation is much easier when we are doing it for something or 

someone we love.  

But why give up all of our effort and reward in the first place? Of what benefit is 

that to us? 
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By renouncing the boon of our actions, and indeed the actions themselves, we are 

acting with the awareness that we are not the center of the Universe - it is humility in action. 

When we do something with only ourselves in mind, we are saying to the world that 

everything is less important than our desire.  

This is a painful way to live. 

In making that statement through our actions, we are actively pushing real love and 

happiness away. Our desires are almost always based on physical or emotional sensation, 

and, as we know, these desires change with time. This means that if we act only to fulfill 

our desires, we will constantly need to change course. There is no anchor point when we 

follow our senses. Anything we gain to fulfill a physical or emotional desire will eventually 

fade away, and with it our temporary peace. Because we are driven by personal gain rather 

than moral Truth, the compass is broken and True North is lost. Our desires will never be 

fulfilled, and lasting happiness will be just out of reach. 

And yet even if we give our action away, even if we hold God above all else in our 

hearts, there are those of us, myself included, for whom the thought of doing something 

incorrectly can stop us from taking any action at all. We don’t want to “mess up,” and so 

there is fear behind  the effort we put into doing the thing correctly. This fear blocks any 

full expression or experience there is to be had in the moment. It takes us out of a space of 

presence.  

I have often found myself in situations in which there is not a possibility of doing 

something incorrectly, and still I waiver. Lying on a massage table, I wonder if I’m relaxing 

correctly. Resting in savasana (final resting pose/corpse pose), I think to myself, “But am 

I drifting away enough? Are my legs spread too wide? Should my arms be closer to my 

sides?” the list goes on.  

In these moments, we forget our own divinity. 

There is a sanskrit mantra that says, “That [God] is perfect. This [personal self] is 

perfect. From perfection comes perfection. Take perfection away from perfection, and only 

perfection remains.” 
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There is no way for us to fail. Failure is a made up concept that we have mastered. 

It takes root not out of action or inaction, but out of hooking our expectations onto the idea 

of something rather than the actuality of it. If we really looked at the thing (person, 

relationship, situation etc) for what it was, and honestly looked at our own person ability 

to deal with that thing, we could create a plan of action for ourselves that would be 

workable through parameters set by what is actually true and available to us. Instead, we 

look at whatever that thing is, create an image for ourselves of exactly how it should look 

and how it should be attained, and then when we don’t live up to our made up beliefs, we 

fall into the fallacy of failure.  

In the Gita, Krishna tells Arjuna, “Whatever I am offered in devotion with a pure 

heart - A leaf, a flower, fruit, or water - I accept with joy.” He goes on to say that no effort 

is ever wasted on the spiritual path. It is a cumulative endeavor, and so whether we “fail” 

or not is unimportant. It is the quality of our effort that matters. It is the sincerity of our 

effort that matters. It is the understanding that how one wave behaves effects the entire 

ocean, but regardless of how grand that behavior is perceived to be, it is always adds beauty 

to the sea.  

Walt Whitman said, “The sidewalks are littered with postcards from God.” 

They are all worth reading. 
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EXERCISES 

 

1. For one month, every morning, write down everything you have to do each day, and 

as long as you make your list, write down who or what you are doing it for. 

Ex: 1. Send email responses - “I do this for my community” 

       2. Go to work - “I do this for my children” 

       3. Yoga - “I do this for my family” 

       Etc.  

2. At the end of each day, write down how it felt when you did something only for 

yourself vs. how it felt when you did it for someone else. 

3. Remind yourself that even dedicating one thing away every day is progress and is 

enough.  

 

Chapter 4 Flow 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hswD-PT37Lo&feature=youtu.be
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